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optical activity. It was possible to show, however, that
facts of this description only constitute apparent exceptions
since it could be proved in very many instances that the
compounds concerned are " racemic" (that is, that, like
racemic acid, they can be split into their enantiomorphous
constituents, or that they are mixtures of such mirror-
images), or that they are meso-compounds (that is, that
they behave like meso-tartaric acid, which, it is true, is
only possible in the case of substances with symmetrical
structural formulae).
The theory of the asymmetric carbon atom was tested,
in the first instance, in isolated cases only, and, amongst
others, in the splitting by means of fungi of a series of
alcohols, which Le Bel succeeded in effecting ;lor and in the
splitting of synthetic comine,108 which was of importance
inasmuch as it was the preparation, for the first time, of an
active base. The theory was subjected to a systematic
examination by Emil Fischer, in carrying out his well-
known syntheses in the sugar group.109
It is simply astonishing that the theory stood the test
of this experimentum cruets, and that the sagacity of Fischer
enabled him to fix the configurations of the individual
hexoses110 without encountering any contradictions in doing
so, especially when we take into consideration the recent
experiments of Walden,111 in accordance with which it is
possible, by means of simple chemical reactions, to pass at
ordinary temperatures from an active substance to its
enantiomorph.
As regards the application of the theory of asymmetric
carbon atoms to molecules with doubly linked carbon atoms,—
a matter that van ?t Hoff had already mentioned, but one
which had met with less attention,-—very special notice
107 Comptes Rendus. 87, 213 ; 89, 312 ; Bull. Soc. China. [3] 7, 551 ;
Comptes Rendus. 92, 532. 108 Ladenburg, Berichte. 19, 2578 ; Annalen.
247, 83. m Berichte. 23, 2114 J 27» 3189. 110 Ibid. 24, 1836 and 2683*
111 Berichte. 28, 2766 j 29, 133 ; 30, 2795 and 3146*

